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NEWS FROM THE BATH RECORD OFICE: ARCHIVES AND LOCAL STUDIES  

  
This year saw us saying farewell to our Principal Archivist, Colin Johnston, after 34 years of running 

the Bath Record Office. Colin oversaw a great deal of change and development of the service over the 

years, the collections and the space they take up have grown exponentially from 600m of shelves to 

4km, as have the number of researchers we have been able to help. His latest achievement was 

overseeing the long desired merger with the Local Studies Library, which saw both collections housed 

in the same place for the first time. 
  
He may be a hard act to follow, but Colin’s successor to the post of Principal Archivist has been 

appointed, Richard Meunier, currently the Archivist at Queen Mary University of London, will be 

taking up the post in January 2019. 
  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Colin Johnston, in c.1987. Since then the Record Office has acquired a much larger 

area within the vaults of the Guildhall, this store-room being the ‘Old Kitchen’ which 

formed part of the original 18th century building. The machine Colin is sitting on 

appears to have come from Printing Department which then still occupied what later 

became the main reading room of the Record Office. 
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We are delighted to announce the completion of our project, ‘Preservation and Change in a World 

Heritage Site: Architectural Drawings of Bath, 1750-2000’ supported by the National Cataloguing 

Grant Scheme for Archives. Two Archivists and a team of 20 dedicated volunteers worked to check 

and edit the information of over 47,000 individual planning application files submitted to the Council 

from 1948-1996. Three other important series were also catalogued: the architectural drawings of 

properties owned by Bath City Council (c.1775-c.1995), records of the David Brain Partnership, and 

the records of the architect F. W. Beresford-Smith. The new information more than doubles the total 

number of records previously on Bath Record Office’s catalogue and provides an unparalleled record 

of the development of Bath’s built environment over the last 250 years. The data will be available to 

all, via the Record Office’s online catalogue, from November 2018. 
  

 

 

 
 

Bath City Council Planning Application file 

 

 

 

We have also started our new externally funded project, supported by the Wellcome Trust. This 

project will catalogue and preserve a large quantity of very significant material relating to the 

development of public health in Bath. The collections focused on will be the records of the Bath 

Improvement Commissions (1766-1851) and records of the Bath City Waterworks (1748-mid C20). 
 

Drew Westerman  

       Collections Manager (Job Share),  

       Project Archivist: Building a Healthier City  

         - a Wellcome Trust funded project  

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!! 
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NEWS FROM THE LOCAL SOCIETIES 

 

Survey of Old Bath 

The retirement of Colin Johnston as City Archivist, mentioned above, marks the end of an era for 

research into the history of the city. As most readers already know, the Survey of Old Bath was 

initiated by Elizabeth Holland in the late 1970s as a research project (adopting its title in 1979) with 

the aim identifying the topographical outlines of old Bath over the ages, thereby forming a framework 

for the study of the lives of its actual citizens. For this reason she was one of the few who made early 

use of the Record Office, and worked closely with Mr.Bryant, Colin’s predecessor. 

  

However, Colin’s appointment in 1984 came just at a time when there was a sudden demand for 

historical information, often supported by government policy in the promotion of the country’s 

heritage. These were exciting times, when new discoveries were being made, and a new generation of 

volunteer and professional researchers began to appear. Colin and the Record Office were of course 

central to this movement, which is the reason why news from the Record Office has always featured 

prominently on the pages of The Survey. New Societies were formed, particularly the History of Bath 

Research Group in 1986, and indeed, Colin himself served as Chairman of the HBRG for some years. 

To assist in improving conditions for Colin a proposal was made for a ‘Friends of the Bath Record 

Office’, but this was not possible at the time and, as an alternative, the ‘Friends of the Survey of Old 

Bath’ was formed instead in 1993 for those who wished to keep in touch with these new 

developments. 

 

Although the improvements that have been made since then were not all that Colin might have wished 

for, the facilities he brought into being are now worthy of a Heritage City (whist still remaining 

humane) and he leaves behind an expert team of assistants with an extensive knowledge of the 

collections. Indeed, Colin will be missed for his own familiarity with the city’s history, which we 

hope may still be available to us from time to time in the future.   

 

 

Local Societies 

A recent enquiry by a member of the public who had been carrying out local research on his own 

account raised the subject of what local history societies existed in the city to which he might belong, 

relevant to his own interests. There are in fact quite a few, but not all have a high profile, and each 

offers its own advantages and priorities. Few people realise what an enormous amount of new 

historical knowledge has become available over the last forty years thanks to all these various 

organisations that have come and gone over the years. For this reason we have provided in the present 

issue a brief description of all the local historical societies in and about the city that we are aware of, 

with some details about their activities, instead of our usual reports from those with whom we have a 

particularly close contact:  

 

 

History of Bath Research Group (HBRG)   

 

As its name suggests, membership was originally restricted to researchers into Bath’s history, whose 

studies generally appear in Bath History which has been published from time to time since 1996. 

However it now has a wider membership base with a yearly programme of talks and walks, which 

keep in touch with historical research in Bath generally, and the Society has strong links with the 

Universities, Museums and the Art Gallery. The Society occasionally pursues its own projects, such 

as the online collection of the Bath Directories, now nearing completion. The HBRG has a website, 

recently reconstructed, at historyofbath.org.uk 

 

Over the past year the talks have included: 

September   Richard Dellar   Bath Light Horse Volunteers 1798-1825   

October   Cai Mason   Recent Archaeology of Bath Quays   

November   Barbara White  Fanny Murray the Bath girl who became England’s 

      most famous courtesan in 18th century 

January              Jon Benington  Clifford Ellis, the Bath Academy of Art and his  

   recent bequest to the Victoria Art Gallery  

February  Mike Chapman  History of the Spa Pump and Laundry (now the  
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    Archway project) 

March   David Bridgwater Sculptors in Bath in the long 18th century  

April (AGM) Colin Johnston and  

Anne Buchanan  The Bath Local Studies Centre development  

May   Stephen Clews  Bath Archaeological stores visit   

  

June   David Crellin  Visit to Swainswick and its private gardens and  

      houses   

 

Contact: David Crellin, General Secretary, 1 Bathway Meadows, London Rd West, Bath BA1 

7DD.Tel: 01225 859427 david@historyofbath.org.uk 

 

Subscription: £8 a year, £12 for couples, including programme of events and ‘Proceedings of the 

Society’. Guests are welcome.                          

 

 

Friends of Survey of Old Bath  

 

Formed as a support group for the Survey of Old Bath with a focus on the early topography of Bath 

and its environs, the Friends have strong links with local research groups. Over the years members 

themselves have produced many significant local studies which have been published in the Survey of 

Bath and District magazine which comes out once a year. Most of the issues are now on the HBRG 

website. The Friends have two meetings a year, with talks, at St.Mary’s Hall, Bathwick; the Autumn 

meeting preceded by a buffet lunch; refreshments are also available at the Spring meeting for the 

AGM.  

Over the last year, talks have included: 

October  Dr Roger Rolls  The Isolation Hospital at Claverton Down,  

April   AGM. Stephen Clews  The Archway Project.  

 

Contact: Mr.John Ennor, Membership Secretary, 74 Cedric Road, Bath, BA1 3PB. Tel: 01225 427864  

 

Subscription: £6 a year, £11 for couples, inclusive of the yearly magazine and two news-sheets. 

Guests are welcome. 

 

 

Freshford & District Local History Society  

 

Membership is mainly from towns and villages in North East Somerset and West Wiltshire. Meetings 

are held monthly from January to May and September to November on the last Wednesday of the 

month at Freshford Memorial Hall at 7:00 for 7:30 pm.  Visitors are welcome for a small charge. 

 

Over the last year, talks have included: 

January     Rob Arkles    Bradford Leigh Fair 

February  Dickon Povey   The Discomforts of Bath 

March  David Feather   Nineteenth century Bath, architects and architecture    

April  Sophie Hawke    What a relief!  

An appraisal of a Romano-British carved votive. 

May (AGM)  Dr Andrew Swift  Alan Dodge Memorial Lecture: Hostelries, a history of the 

pubs within staggering distance of Freshford 

September  Robert Parfitt   The Packhorse Inns at South Stoke 

 

Contact: Penny Jones on peter.pennyjones@gmail.com or phone 01225-723447 and leave a message.  

 

Subscription is £10 a year. 

 

 

Combe Down Heritage Society  

 

Members are encouraged to research individual topics relating to the history of Combe Down, as a 
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result of which the Society has produced an excellent series of books on Combe Down (see 

Publications, below). Talks are held at the Combe Down Primary School Hall in Summer Lane, 

starting at 7.30pm. The Society has a website and maintains a close association with the Museum of 

Bath Stone in Combe Road, Combe Down.  

 

Some of the recent talks have included: 

October  Tim Ryan  Aust Ferry  

November  Gordon Bloor    Go Swift and Far: his novel set in WW2 Bath. 

December Mince pie evening and Christmas Lecture 

February  Howard Burton and Richard Wynn-Jones Charmy Down WW2 Airfield  

March   Helena Crouch     Rare plants of Somerset  

 

Contact: Tim Lunt, Membership Secretary, membership@combedownheritage.org.uk 

 

Membership £5.00, (Concessionary) £3.00, Family membership £12.00 including quarterly 

newsletter. 

 

 

The Widcombe & Lyncombe Local History Society  

 

Started as a sub-group of the Widcombe Association, with whom it maintains close contact, sharing 

their website. It also has close contact with the Friends of the Survey of Old Bath. The Society meets 

eight times a year mostly in Widcombe Baptist Church Hall. Members of the group are encouraged to 

pursue their own research and present findings to the group and ultimately to the Society’s archive. 

 

Contact: Unavailable at present. 

 

 

Local History Study Groups  

 

There are various local history groups which do not constitute a society as such, but carry out 

important local studies and projects. These include:  

 

Batheaston,  

South Stoke  

Bathampton  

 

All of these groups have produced books and publications and work in close connection with their 

respective communities (such as the acquisition and restoration of the old Pack Horse Inn in South 

Stoke, reported below). Groups have also been set up in even smaller areas of the city, such as 

Weston, Larkhall, Bailbrook, and Oldfield Park/Twerton, details of which we do not have at present. 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!! 
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PUBLICATIONS 

  

 

A Village of Schools, a study of education in the village of Combe Down, Bath 1727-2000, by Jill 

Woodhead, Combe Down Heritage Society, price £6. ISBN 978-0-9550655-5-2.  

 

This is another welcome addition to the series of publications commissioned by the Combe Down 

Heritage Society which chronicles the history of an area of Bath which has its origins in relatively 

recent times. Springing from the development of the quarries by Ralph Allen in the 18th century, the 

settlement also became an ideal convalescent location thanks to its reputation for ‘fine air’ on what 

had previously been empty sheep pasture. As a result of this unique situation, the population has been 

very mixed, producing a its own wide variety of educational facilities.  

 

Typically, the story starts from entirely local initiatives, driven by church and chapel or by private 

enterprise, gradually incorporated within a national legislative framework by local government 

responsibility, a pattern which continues to change today. The book is therefore broken down into 

periods, from the foundations in the 18th century, through the expansion in the Victorian Age, the 

impact of Two World Wars and Depression, up to the contraction of village life and educational 

expansion of recent times.     

 

Surprisingly perhaps, the buildings from 

which most of these schools operated are still 

easily identifiable, and the author has 

therefore conveniently included a map of 

their distribution. From this it can be seen 

that, besides the large school establishments 

at Prior Park College, Ralph Allen’s School 

and the former Workhouse School, there are 

or have been ten community schools and nine 

small private schools at some time or other.  

 

The 110-page book is attractively produced, 

with nearly 60 colour and black/white 

illustrations. It is unfortunate that in order to 

include so many illustrations, they are 

relatively small, but there is a good index to 

their sources. It will therefore not only serve 

as an essential reference work for the 

students of the development of education in 

Bath, but also of its historic environment. 

The subject is enthusiastically researched by 

the author, having taken a two-year course at 

the University of Oxford’s Department of 

Continuing Education, and is complete with a 

list of sources, footnotes to the chapters and, 

thankfully, a subject and name index! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!! 
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JOHN SPREAT, TOYMAN 
 

Making and Purveying Trifles and Leisure Goods from 

late Georgian to early Victorian times in Bath 

 

John Macdonald 

 

I first came across John Spreat in 1976 while assisting my father to clear out his offices in Miles 

Buildings, on his retirement. On removing an old print from its frame, I found that the backing 

comprised a poster on a canvas and wooden stretcher. The poster advertised the wares of John Spreat 

of No.7 George Street, Toy and Fancy Turner. Further research at the time revealed a trade card for 

John Spreat of No.38 Broad Street in the Bath reference library, then situated in Queen’s Square and 

I built up a picture of a man, continually on the move, from the various Bath Directories. Apart from 

a further discovery of documents relating to members of the Spreat family of High Littleton, Bath and 

Cheltenham in about 2007 in Bath Record Office, my research lapsed until re-awoken, in autumn 

2014, by Mike Chapman revealing that a book about Paul Bertrand, a Bath Toy dealer of the first half 

of the 18th century, had been published. So I decided to revisit John Spreat.  

 

Firstly there were two John Spreats working in Bath for a 

time, they were uncle and nephew and the trade card had 

belonged to the nephew, but this article is mainly about the 

older man, as the nephew only worked in Bath for a short 

time.  

 

John Spreat senior was born in the Chew Magna area of 

Somerset in about 1770, the younger son of a coal miner. 

His elder brother, George moved to High Littleton, where 

he owned a butcher’s shop and was apparently a pillar of 

the local community. From North Somerset, John Spreat 

apparently went to Tunbridge Wells, although there is no 

record of him there, in his early advertising, he insists that 

he was ‘from Tunbridge Wells’, presumably he was 

apprenticed to a wood turner in or near Tunbridge 

(although his name does not appear in the surviving 

apprentice records in Tunbridge), for the only other clue 

that we get is his marriage in St. Andrew Holborn on 18
 

July 1802 to a Mary Elliott of Withyham. Withyham is 

about ten miles outside Tunbridge Wells.  

 

Following the marriage, John and Mary Spreat moved to Bath, where they took over the lease of No.7 

George Street on 29
 
September 1802 for 30 years at a rent of 70 guineas per annum, with rates of 13 

shillings. The poster, which was printed by Browne of George Street, must have been produced at 

around this time. It announces the business as Tunbridge Warehouse, No 7 George Street, Bath, J. 

Spreat, Toy and Fancy Turner, From Tunbridge Wells, (The only Manufacturer in this City). The 

wares are categorised as Tunbridge Ware, Tunbridge Toys, Turnery, A General Assortment of Dutch 

and English Toys, Jewellery and Miscellaneous Items. In those deferential times - ‘J SPREAT 

embraces the Opportunity to express his most sincere Thanks to the Nobility, Gentry and his Friends, 

for the numerous favours already received and humbly solicits a Continuance, etc’.  

 

In November 1803, a son, William, was baptised at St Swithin’s, Walcot parish church, but on the 

third of April the following year, five month old William was buried there.  

 

In February 1805 John Spreat advertised for an apprentice and throughout that year he advertised 

goods received from Tunbridge and an assortment of Toys and Turnery Goods. Most of the Turnery, 

he describes as of his own manufactory, being the only maker in this part of the country. By the end 

of the year he was taking orders for JOSEPH LANSDOWN, SOAP and CANDLE WAREHOUSE, 

located opposite Kensington-Chapel, Walcot. In March 1806, he again advertised for an apprentice. 

This time adding ‘in the above Line (Turnery); unless a natural genius, none need apply’.  
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In January 1807 the business was being advertised with the addition; ‘At the Rocking Horse’. !In 

August 1809, John Spreat advertised for sale ‘A Double-Barrelled GUN by Nock’. It has been 

suggested that he may have been responsible for making the stock.  

 

In 1809, Spreat was appointed as one of several Bath agents for H. Urquart and Co of Edinburgh’s 

Ceylon Oil for the GROWTH of Hair and in 1810 he became one of two Bath agents for Warren and 

Rosser’s Perfumery, who describe him as a Jeweller &c.  

 

By the end of November 1810, the business was advertised At the Rocking-Horse and Golden-Fleece, 

and in May 1812 he is determined to relinquish the Jewellery Trade and continue in the 

PERFUMERY BUSINESS, and TUNBRIDGE-WARE MANUFACTORY and seeks a good Hand in 

the Portable Desk and Small Cabinet Line. In July that year, John Spreat was widowed, but not for 

long, as he married a Martha Parker, spinster of Walcot on 29 November.  

 

Early the following year, John Spreat was declared bankrupt and throughout 1813 his stock, fittings 

and lease were sold off for the benefit of creditors. But in the last quarter of 1813, he bounced back, 

taking over the lease of No 30 Milsom Street, still with the sign of The Rocking-Horse and Golden- 

Fleece, still as an agent for Warren and Rosser and still as a manufacturer of Fancy Turnery or Goods 

made and repaired on the premises, and still selling Tunbridge Ware. In December 1814 the sign of 

the Golden-Fleece was stolen from the front of his house in Milsom Street.  

 

An advertisement in the Bath Chronicle dated 15 January 1818 bears the Royal Coat of Arms and 

proclaims J.Spreat, Perfumer, Toy and Fancy Turner, to Her Majesty and her Royal Highness the 

Princess Elizabeth, and also states that Her Royal Highness the Princess Elizabeth has conferred on 

Miss SPREAT the honour of condescending to receive Lessons in the New and Fashionable Art of 

PURSE-MAKING. (As his daughters were still children, this may have been one of his sisters). 

 

The Bath directories for 1819, 1824 and 1826 continue to list John Spreat at this address and 

advertisements of the period, mainly in the Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette, show him being 

appointed as the agent for various other commodities. So in January 1815 he is an agent for 

Atkinson’s Hair Dyes and Curling Fluid. In 1821, also, their Ambrosial Soap. In 1822 he is trying out 

George Street; No.7 is the Insurance building. 
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Gold, Silver and Tinsel Laces etc. and The FANCY TURNERY Business in all its branches as usual 

and he is seeking an Apprentice to the Turnery Business. In 1824 he became one of two Bath agents 

for The LONDON GENUINE TEA COMPANY.  

 

Meanwhile, his nephew, the son of his brother George, a High Littleton Butcher, came into the 

business, perhaps during the 1820s. He was baptised at High Littleton on 17
 
March 1799. Bath Poll 

Books for the 1830s list two distinct individuals, each with his own political allegiances. This John 

Spreat is recorded in Bath directories from 1826-1837 at No 38 Broad Street. This is rather 

complicated by the City Rate Books which have him at No.38 in 1823, 1824 and 1838, No.39 in 1825 

and 1826 and No.40 in 1826, 1827 and 1828. This seems to have more to do with confusion over the 

numbering than constant moving around. From 1838-1841 he also had premises at 2 Chatham Row. 

His trade card shows the various activities in which he was engaged.  

 

The 1841 Census lists his household (ages to nearest 

five years):  

John Spreat, 40, Toyman, Born in County ! 

Ann Spreat, 40, Born in County ! 

John Spreat, 18, Toyman Son, Born in County  

Sarah Spreat, 40, Shopwoman, Born in County. 

Sarah was his unmarried sister, who was shown in a 

Conveyance of property in High Littleton dated 

December 1837 (Bath Record Office 0504/5/5) as 

then living in Cheltenham.  

 

John Spreat the younger moved from Broad Street to 

No.42 Milsom Street during 1841. But he did not 

remain there very long, as a deed in Bath Record Office 

(BC153/2764/18) now places him in Cheltenham, with 

a change of occupation. John Spreat of Cheltenham 

Gloucestershire, silversmith and jeweller. In brief, he 

seems to have built up a successful jewellery business 

in Cheltenham, moved to Birkenhead and then gone 

into partnership with his son who became a successful 

manufacturing silversmith in Manchester. Eventually 

parting company, he ended his days in Islington, dying 

on 25
 
October 1865 aged 66. He was buried at Abney 

Park Cemetery, Stoke Newington, where an elaborate 

memorial was erected.  
 

 

Meanwhile, John Spreat senior had moved from Milsom Street to a building on the corner of Lower 

Church Street and Abbey Green, once again, confusion reigns, this time in the directories, listing him 

at No.4 Abbey Green in 1829, No.4 Church Street in 1830, No.11 Abbey Green in 1833, No.4 Lower 

Church Street in 1841. The correct address was No.4 Lower Church Street throughout this period, for 

many years this has been the home of Tupra, watchmakers.  

 

The Bath Chronicle of Thursday 20
 
March 1834 reported the death of Mr.George Spreat, the brother 

and father of the two Johns: ‘March 19, at High Littleton, Mr.George Spreat, aged 69’; and on 

Thursday 17
 

July in that year, ‘June 13, after a short illness, at Nailsea, Mrs.Moore, sister to 

Mr.Spreat, Abbey Green’.  

 

The following year, Bath Chronicle, Thursday 23
 
April, ‘April 19, at St James’s church, Mr J B 

Mercer, of Harley place, to Mary Ann, 3rd
 
daughter of Mr. Spreat, Church Street, Abbey Green’. And 

Thursday 4
 
February 1836, ‘Jan 28, at St James’s church, by the Rev. W Marshall, Mr Edw. Moreton, 

of Stafford, to Elizabeth, eldest daughter of Mr Spreat, Abbey Green’; in Bath Chronicle, Thursday 16
 

February 1837, ‘Feb 8th, at the residence of her son, Broad street, aged, Mrs.Spreat, widow of 

Mr.Geo.Spreat, of High Littleton 

  

Above:  John Spreat Junior’s removal  

to Cheltenham 
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In 1837 John Spreat is now a member of the 

Vestry for St.Michael’s parish and moves 

‘That a fourpenny rate be allowed, instead of 

a sixpenny one’. After discussion the motion 

was not carried. (Bath Chronicle Thursday 

29
 
June 1837). In March 1838, John Spreat 

was elected as one of the Assessors for 

St.Michael’s Ward (Bath Chronicle, 

Thursday 8 March 1838), and in 1840 his 

second wife, Martha, died and was buried in 

St.James’s parish, at the age of 57.  

During his years in Abbey Green, John 

Spreat seems to have concentrated on making 

items of turnery, in particular, archery bows.  

 

 

 

 

John Spreat’s final address was Barton Street, 

and here he died, on Thursday 30
 
October 

1851. The Bath Chronicle announced in its 

deaths column, ‘Oct 26, Mr John Spreat, late 

of Milsom Street, in his 81st year’. Following 

his death, his unmarried daughter advertised 

his remaining stock for sale:  

  

ARCHERY, TURNERY, &c to be SOLD immediately  

Miss Spreat begs to call the attention of the Nobility, Gentry, and Public generally, to the 

remainder of the STOCK of BOWS and other IMPLEMENTS of ARCHERY and TURNERY, made 

by her late father, whose reputation as a Prize Bow-Maker is so well known to the public.  

A superior TURNING LATHE, and a large quantity of TURNERS’ TOOLS for SALE 3, Barton 

Street, Queen Square, Bath. (Bath Chronicle Thursday 27
 
November and 4

 
December 1851.) 

 

 
Descent of the Spreat Family  

George Spreat of Chew Magna married Martha Weeks of Winford at Barrow Gurney 18
 
December 1729  

 

Children of George and Martha  

George Spreat of High Littleton was born in Somerset in 1766. He married Ann Smith at Bathwick in 

April 1793. They had four children. He died on 19
 
March 1834 at High Littleton and was buried at High 

Littleton. Ann died at 38 Broad Street, Bath 8
 
February 1837 and was buried at High Littleton.  

 

Children of George and Ann ! 

1. Dinah born in 1794, baptised at High Littleton 16
 
March, married Richard Viner  

2. Sarah 

!3. John ! 

4. Mary Ann  

 

John Spreat of Bath was born in Somerset in 1770. He married first Mary Elliott of Withyham near 

Tunbridge Wells at St Andrew, Holborn. They had one child who died young. Mary died in Bath on 

19
 
July 1812 aged 34 and was buried at Bathwick on 23rd.  

 

Child of John and Mary  

William born in 1803, baptised Walcot in November, died in 1804 aged five months and 

buried Bathwick 3
 
April 1804.  

John then married Martha Parker on 29
 
November 1812 at Walcot Parish Church. They had 

six children recorded in the baptism records of St.Michael and one recorded in the registers of 

St.James, of whom three are recorded as dying young in the burial registers of St.Michael. 

Martha died in 1840 aged 57 and her burial was recorded in the registers of St.James on 1
 

March.  

John Spreat died on 26
 
October 1851 aged 80.  

Right: No.4 Church Street 
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Children of John and Martha  

1. Elizabeth born 1813, baptised St Michael 24
 
October. Married Edward 

Morton of St.Mary Stafford at St.James 28
 
January 1836.  

2. Susannah born 1815, baptised St.Michael 14
 
May, died in Bath in 1888 

aged 73.  

3. Mary Ann born in 1817, baptised St.Michael 13
 
July. Married John Bush 

Mercer of Walcot at St.James 19 April 1835.  

4. Barnett John born 1819, baptised St.Michael 8
 
August and buried there 

22
 
August aged eight weeks.  

5. John Parker born 1823, baptised St.Michael 8
 
June and buried there 1 

April 1824 aged ten months.  

6. Emma born 1825, baptised St.Michael 10
 
July. Married Henry Scott at 

Walcot in 1851.  

7. George Justan born in 1827, baptised St.James 10
 
June, died in 1829 and 

buried St.Michael 22
 
May 1829 aged two years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!! 

 

John Spreat senior, with thanks to Mr.H.Soar 
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AVON STREET, PETER STREET AND ‘THE GREAT GAP’ 

 

Mike Chapman 

 

A water-colour painting in the Victoria Art Gallery by Thérèse Lessore (wife of Walter Sickert) 

depicts a street scene in Bath which is now difficult to locate. Entitled ‘The Great Gap’ and dated 

1940, various clues in the picture show that it is a view of a street in Bath which has completely 

disappeared and for which no other image seems to exist. One clue is a shop on the corner of the 

street which in that year was one of three butcher’s shops in Bath belonging to Arthur E.Wyatt whose 

name can just be made out on the fascia. Two of these, No.1 St.James’s Place (now converted to a 

launderette) and No.10 Green Street (now Bartlett’s butchers) bear no resemblance to this scene, 

which leaves only the third, at No.1 St.James’s Parade (now a yard on the east side of Bath College) 

on the corner of Peter Street which ran down steeply to Corn Street. Indeed a butcher with a blue-

striped apron stands outside the shop to see what is attracting so much attention in the open space on 

the opposite side of Peter Street. It is this open space which is ‘The Great Gap’ which provides the 

title for Thérèse Lessore’s painting.  

 

 

The Avon Street Slums 

This ‘gap’ was an area of waste ground of considerable size which remained a prominent feature in 

the middle of Bath for many years during the mid-20th century but whose origin lay in the early 18th 

century when the meadows below the city wall were starting to be developed. These included a strip 

of meadow known as St.John’s Mead or Little Kings Mead in which Avon Street was built in the 

1720s leading from Kingsmead Square to the river Avon. On its east side was the Ambry Meadow, 

separated by an old defensive wall which lined the outfall stream from the Hot and Cross Baths and 

formed the boundary between the parishes of Walcot and St.James. Although the upper end of Avon 

Street was started as a fine row of houses, at the bottom it became filled with lesser buildings subject 

to periodic river flooding. Since it also provided an important riverside watering place, Avon Street 

also became a busy thoroughfare for teams of horses drawing the great haulage wagons of the day. 

Thérèse Lessore’s watercolour, ‘The Great Gap’, 1940.  

                    Courtesy of the Victoria Art Gallery, Bath and North East Somerset Council. 
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When John Wood was requested to design a new ‘General Hospital or Infirmary’ in 1727 he also 

chose a site on the boundary between Avon Street and the Ambry where there was good access to the 

mineral water of the Hot and Cross Baths, although delays caused by the failure to obtain the land 

eventually led to the hospital being built in 1738 on its present site in the Upper Borough Walls. This 

was perhaps fortunate, as the combination of commerce and unfavourable siting soon led to Avon 

Street’s decline, as noted by Wood himself in the 1750s: ‘Avon Street runs from Kingsmead Square 

Southward to the River; it is thirty Feet broad, and contains fifty-one houses; which, from a regular 

and tolerable Beginning, have fallen into an Irregularity and Meanness not worth describing.’ 

 

The situation was not improved by the development 

of the Ambry which followed in 1765, filling in the 

space on the west side of Southgate Street. Despite 

the fine houses built in St.James’s Parade (initially 

called Thomas Street), the rest consisted of a 

‘warren’ of cheap housing and commercial premises 

associated with the ‘dockside’ area of the town Quay 

which by this time had been extended as far as Avon 

Street. Most of these streets, which included 

Somerset Street (initially Garrard Street), Corn Street, 

Back Street, Little Corn Street (initially Clarke’s 

Lane), and Ambury Lane were still prone to flooding, 

the only exception being Peter Street (initially Lower 

Queen Street) which ran down steeply from the level 

of the old city wall in front of Abbey Church House. 

A similar pattern of irregularity emerged on the west 

side of Avon Street in the 1770s to 1790s when Milk 

Street, Kingsmead Terrace and James Street West 

were added during the development of Green Park. 

 

Left: Wood’s map of 1735. The circular building is the 

proposed hospital site. 

Above: The Avon Street/Ambry development as 
shown on the OS map, 1880s. 

Above right: The lower end of Peter Street, c.1900, the 

houses stepped up as they ascend the slope.  
 

Right: Little Corn Street in the 1890s, a typical scene 

in the Avon Street area. 
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These areas soon became filled with a poor population with a high incidence of epidemic disease, and 

since access from the city was extremely limited, it became increasingly difficult to administer and 

control. In 1852 Avon Street was described as one of ‘..filth, squalor and demoralisation, where 

poverty and crime lurk in miserable companionship, and where they may be said to enjoy a kind of 

sanctuary free from the intrusion of respectability’. It was only after the Great War, with the increase 

in motorised transport and the decline in trade on the Quay, that the opportunity to demolish and 

redevelop the whole of the slum area and its river frontage came with the passing of the Bath 

Corporation Act in 1925 to ease the flow of traffic in the city. The first task in 1932 was to extend 

James Street West eastwards from Milk Street, driving through Nos.15-21 Westgate Buildings, to the 

junction of Peter Street, St.James’s Parade, Lower Borough Walls and Bath Street. Featured in the 

foreground of Thérèse Lessore’s view is a large traffic island with a tall lamp standard which was 

installed in the middle of this junction at that time.   

 

 

This allowed access for the clearance of the rest of the area which soon followed, and by 1937 most of 

the buildings between Milk Street and Peter Street had either been cleared, partly demolished, or 

abandoned, the former occupants being re-housed on new Council Estates outside the city at 

Southdown (built 1927), Odd Down (1931), and Whiteway (1938). Also built by the Council in 1932, 

behind Kingsmead Terrace, was a block of four-storey steel-framed maisonettes (‘Kingsmead Flats’, 

recently refurbished) on the site of the Corporation Stoneyard in Cat and Dog Lane.  

 

 

The New Royal National Hospital for Rheumatic Diseases 

In the meantime plans had been made in 1934 for the reconstruction of the old General Hospital, and 

a fundraising appeal was launched. Although the hospital had been renamed the ‘Royal Mineral 

Water Hospital’ by Queen Victoria in 1887 (King George V becoming its patron in 1911), its 

facilities were now antiquated and the building itself described as ‘completely inadequate and fit only 

Above: The works plan of the intended 

extension of James Street West.  
 

Right: Westgate buildings in the 1920s, 

prior to the demolition of Nos.15-21. Off 

left is Peter Street, with Hot Bath Street 

right. All the buildings shown here were 

removed as far as the lorry in the distance.   

The cleared site during the war between Milk Street (extreme right), Peter Street (on arches, extreme left), and 

the James Street West extension in the left foreground. In the centre are the contractor’s huts. 
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for rats to live in’. Also, to ensure that all forms of treatment for rheumatism should be available 

rather than to concentrate on the use of ‘the waters’, its name was again changed in 1935 with 

approval of the King and Parliament to that of the Royal National Hospital for Rheumatic Diseases. In 

support of this scheme, the City made a generous offer of a much larger site in the recently 

demolished Avon Street area, and in 1937 a Bill to authorise the exchange of the old building for a 

new site between Avon Street and Peter Street became law. Coincidentally, it was on part of this site 

that John Wood originally proposed to build the General Hospital in 1727. To assist in raising funds, a 

signboard was erected on the site near the top of Peter Street announcing that £250,000 would be 

required. The board can just be seen coming into view on the edge of Thérèse Lessore’s painting. 
 

       

 

 

 

 

 

By 1938 the patronage of the hospital 

had passed to Princess Marina of 

Greece, Duchess of Kent (George 

V’s daughter-in-law), and when the 

Princess was invited to Bath in 

October to open the newly-restored 

Assembly Rooms, the opportunity 

was taken for her also to visit the 

hospital in her capacity of President. 

Here she received 260 purses 

containing over £2,000 in aid of the 

appeal, and during her ‘tour’ of the 

city was also taken to the top of Peter 

Street to view the intended site of the 

new hospital.  
 

 

Plan and elevations for the new hospital. 

Left: The signboard at the top of 

Peter Street (off left) appealing 

for gifts towards the new 

hospital. In the background can 

be seen the contractor’s huts and 

water tank, and beyond that the 

partly demolished buildings in 
Milk Street. 

Below: Princess Marina greeted 
by the staff at the old hospital. 
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The Sickerts 

With the threat of another war, Walter Sickert and Thérèse Lessore, now both elderly, decided to 

retire to Bath where Walter had found inspiration earlier in his career in its fine streets and crescents 

on the steeply sloping hills, and in December 1938 they took a house in St. George’s Hill at 

Bathampton. Both continued to paint subjects in and around the city, Thérèse herself being recognised 

as an artist of quality in her own right, if not of equal distinction and fame as her husband.  

 

Sickert however also continued doing what he so 

much enjoyed: entertaining and teaching young artists, 

and in March 1939 he offered Clifford Ellis, the 

headmaster of the Bath School of Art, to give part-

time free instruction to his students on the great 

French contemporaries and other notable people he 

had known. Every Friday morning Sickert, 

accompanied by Thérèse, would turn up at the School 

which was then situated on the top floor of the 

Technical College in Lower Borough Walls - 

formerly the Royal United Hospital before removal to 

its present location in Combe Park in 1932. From this 

part of the building they would have had a grandstand 

view of the clearance going on on the opposite side of 

the road, and would have been familiar with this part 

of the town. 

 

In July 1939 tenders for building the new hospital 

were received, and in August pile-driving was started 

by the City Engineers Department - the ceremony of 

laying a foundation stone by Queen Mary being 

Princess Marina outside Abbey Church House being shown the new site of the hospital. She is standing more or 

less on the same spot chosen later by Thérèse Lessore for her painting. As can be seen from the surrounding 
crowd, she was a very fashionable and popular figure who was greeted with great enthusiasm in Bath. 

Thérèse Lessore and Walter Sickert at their 
house in Bathampton in the late 1930s. 
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arranged for 11th September. However on 3 September, only eight days before this date, war was 

declared and on 11 November all works ceased, leaving only the contractor’s huts in the middle of the 

site. It has been estimated that if the war had been delayed but a few months, it is very likely that the 

new hospital would have been built. 

 

Preparations for War 

The first result at the outbreak of war was the immediate evacuation the Admiralty in London to Bath, 

and many of the city’s buildings were taken over for their accommodation. In particular, the 

Technical College Building was requisitioned for their Electrical Engineering Department (the School 

of Art being moved to Nos.7 and 8 Green Park East), and even Abbey Church House was occupied by 

the Evacuated Civil Servants’ Social Club. In May 1940 the formation of the LDV/Home Guard was 

initiated, and in Bath it is recalled that techniques of street fighting were practiced using the derelict 

buildings in the Milk Street area, instruction being given by men ‘of pronounced political persuasion’ 

who had fought in the Spanish Civil War. It is presumably these novel activities that the spectators in 

Thérèse Lessore’s painting are watching ‘off stage’ from Peter Street.  

 

 

 

 

An oil painting by Thérèse Lessore also 

exists of that period which illustrates her 

familiarity with this part of the city. Although 

loosely entitled ‘Street Scene’, dated 1940, it 

is easily recognised as a view taken from 

Westgate Buildings looking down St.James’s 

Parade towards the City Power Station, with 

Abbey Church House coming into view on 

the left and the butcher’s shop on the corner 

of Peter Street on the right. In May 1940 both 

Walter and Thérèse were invited to 

contribute to the Bath Society of Artists’ 

annual exhibition, although the works they 

submitted had no particular Bath connection. 

This was the last time that Sickert showed his 

pictures at an exhibition in Bath, but Thérèse 

maintained her connection with the Society, 

exhibiting as an ordinary member, for the 

next three years. 
 

The Bath ‘Blitz’ and its Aftermath 

In January 1942 Sickert died and was buried in Bathampton churchyard, only a few months before the 

bombing raid on Bath on the nights of 25 and 26 April. Among the notable buildings destroyed was 

the west wing of the old RNHRD and the front of Abbey Church House, but even the Avon Street 

Left: The roadway of 

Peter Street, taken from 

one of the remaining 

houses on the east side 

during the war. 

Although the roadway 

was later replaced by 

the delivery yard of 

Bath College, a public 

right of way through 

the yard to Corn Street 

is still maintained for 
pedestrians.  

Below: ‘Street Scene’ 

by Thérèse Lessore, 

oil on canvas 1940. 



The Survey of Bath and District No.33, 2018 

 

 19 

area was not exempt, the remaining houses in Milk Street and Peter Street receiving sufficient damage 

to ensure their complete removal. For the same reason, the butcher’s shop at No.1 St.James’s Parade, 

together with Nos.2 to 5, were also demolished, as appear today. The School of Art premises in Green 

Park also received a direct hit, but Thérèse Lessore was able to offer part of the space in her house in 

St.George’s Hill as a refuge for the senior students who were invited to work and take their exams 

there in the summer. Although the Admiralty gave back the premises in Beau Street to the College in 

1945, by then Thérèse Lessore had returned to London where she died in December of that year.  

 

Recovery after the war was slow. In 1946 the 

National Health Service was formed, but 

major building projects were in abeyance, and 

under the National Hospital Services Act, the 

RNHRD was taken over by the Government 

and all the hospital assets, about £130,000, 

were relegated to the ‘common pool’. It was 

still understood that the plans for the new 

hospital would in due course be put into 

effect, but in 1955 the Ministry of Health 

decided not to proceed with its building, and 

the Avon Street site was relinquished. A 

campaign for rebuilding the old hospital 

immediately commenced, assisted by 

Princess Marina who herself had served in the 

war as a nurse under the pseudonym of ‘Sister 

Kay’ in the civil nurse reserve. In 1960 the 

Ministry authorised the ‘reconditioning’ of 

the interior of the building, with additional 

accommodation, and in October 1965 the 

hospital was officially reopened by Princess 

Marina (not long before her death in 1968) 

who allowed the additional clinical research 

laboratory in the new top floor to be named 

the Princess Marina Clinical Research Wing. 

 

Following the abandonment of the new 

hospital in 1955, plans were instead drawn up 

for a new Technical College on the 

relinquished Avon Street site. In 1962-65 the first phases of the building of the new Bath College 

were complete and, after lying empty for nearly 30 years, ‘The Great Gap’ was finally closed. 

 

Princess Marina with the Mayor and senior hospital staff 

taken against the background of the bombed west wing 

of the hospital in 1957. 

The Gap, viewed from the south side of the 

river in the early 1950s. The roadway of 

Peter Street is still visible, although the 

surrounding buildings have been removed 

and the upper part of the site cleared for a 
car park. 

A similar view in the late 1950s, the crane on the left 

marking the start of the work for the new Technical 

College. Peter Street has disappeared, and the car park 

removed to below Avon Street, later replaced by a multi-
storey car park. 
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PACK HORSE1 INN/FARM, OLD MIDFORD ROAD 

 

Robert T. Parfitt, South Stoke History Committee 

 

A Pack Horse Inn & Farm first appeared in the story of South Stoke on the Thorpe Map of Bath of 

17422, not on Old School Hill but on Midford Hill, now the upper part of the Old Midford Road. The 

extensively renovated building, earlier outlined by Thorpe, is now a vestige of the old inn and farm 

and has been renamed ‘Pack Horse House’. The turnpike road between the Cross Keys Inn, through 

Midford, to Warminster (B3110) was completed in around 1752; before that the steep and narrow 

Midford Hill constituted a part of the principal coaching route from Bath to the South Coast. The 

turnpike bypassed the old inn and would have reduced greatly its passing custom3. By the 1850s the 

Old Midford Road premises, although still operating as a farm, had long ceased to be an inn, and at 

about that time the name ‘Packhorse Inn’ began to be used by the distinctive property4 on what is now 

Old School Hill. 

 

 

 

In an earlier publication5, Churchwardens’ Accounts have been employed to trace a short family 

lineage at a period when other records have either been lost or are otherwise unavailable. Here, the 

South Stoke accounts starting in 1662 have been used to follow the ownership/occupation of the 

Packhorse Inn & Farm on Midford Hill. From 1662 (at the latest) until 1693 the farm was owned and 

worked by James Charmbury who in 1693 was recorded as holding an excise licence6, 7 for the sale of 

ale and/or beer. After his death, the property passed to Widow Charmbury of Monkton Combe. 

 

During the Charmbury occupation of Pack Horse Farm/Inn there is one record8 which could refer to 

Left: South Stoke as shown on 

Thomas Thorpe’s map of 1742. 

The original Pack Horse 

Inn/Farm is clearly shown next 

to the old Midford Hill Road 

on the right. The later 

Packhorse Inn in the village on 

Old School Hill is the L-shaped 

building next to the letter ‘e’ in 

‘South Stoke’. 

 

 

 

Below: The same area shown 

on the OS 1902 map. The 

Packhorse in the village is 

marked ‘B.H.’ (‘Beer House’). 
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the Inn. At 10pm on 23 October 1680 Anne and John Smith, members of a long-standing Midford 

family, witnessed an assault on Alexander Morrice a baker of ‘Mounten [Monkton] Combe’ by John 

Bowles a ‘Wagoner from Keynsome’ [Keynsham]. Because the Inn on Midford Hill was probably the 

best lit building in the village it has been presumed to be the most likely location for the affray. 

 

In 1696 Widow Charmbury leased the Midford Hill property to farmer William Wiltshire9 who held it 

until 1706. By 1720 a William Charmbury had inherited the property from Widow Charmbury 

(probably his mother) and according to a complex Indenture10 of Five Parties of 1720 – ‘Messuage & 

Land in Southstoke and Dundry, Somerset’ of that year he appears to have sold the farm etc to John 

Masters and Walter Chapman11. Examination of holders of Excise Licences12 for South Stoke show 

Charles Grace (the husband of Ann Grace) held an excise licence from 1735-1755 with the parish rate 

for the property being paid by George Clement. This would account for the fact that by 176513 Pack 

Horse Farm and Inn was in the hands of Robert Chapman14 and his mother-in-law Ann Grace15, 16 and 

by 1793 was owned by Mrs.Masters, widow of John Masters with Mr Barrett as the tenant. 

 

However, following the 1720 sale, the house continued to be tenanted by a Charmbury, John 

Charmbury, between 1722 and 1726. Then, from 1730 at the latest until 1741 at the earliest, another 

prosperous South Stoke yeoman George Clement leased the farm. A gap in the rate record shows that 

Mr.Pope in 1752 paid a rate just for the house. Between 1735 and 1755 at the earliest Charles Grace 

possessed an Excise Licence for the Midford Hill Pack Horse Inn; this passed to his widow Ann 

Grace who held the property from 1765 at the latest. No record has been found of Ann Grace holding 

an Excise Licence. 

 

The disastrous harvest of 1764 had caused considerable hardship for the poor of the Bath area, as 

elsewhere, and as a result rioting and the theft of grain became commonplace. The Bath Chronicle 

reported: 

‘A wagon load of grain seized at Packhorse, Midford Hill and hauled without the aid of horses to 

Bath market and there sold for a moderate price.’ 

 

As indicated earlier, by 176517 Pack Horse Farm and Inn was in the hands of Robert Chapman and his 

mother-in-law Ann Grace. Mrs.Grace managed the Inn on behalf of the owner Chapman whilst he 

conducted his carrier business from Trowbridge. Only one record exists of Mrs.Grace ever paying her 

parish rate, but perhaps the tenant of the land associated with the Inn was contracted to pay that 

charge as a condition of tenancy. 

 

In 1775 Ann Grace advertised18 that she had taken over the business of her late son-in-law: 

 

‘Packhorse, Midford Hill: Ann Grace begs leave to acquaint the public and her friends in general 

that she continues the Business of her late son-in-law Robert Chapman, Carrier from Trowbridge 

to Bristol, and therefore intreats for a continuance of their favours and support which will be ever 

gratefully acknowledged. Executors of Robert Chapman are John Cox, of South Stoke and Joseph 

Davis of Trowbridge.’ 

 

It was in 1777 that a rate of 4"d for the Pack Horse Inn was paid, just once, by the colourful Mrs.Ann 

Grace19 who not only conducted a business as farmer, innkeeper and carrier, but as a side-line she 

received smuggled tea20, 21 and allowed her barn to be used to break down large chests of illegally-

imported tea into small packages for the fashionable and lucrative market of Bath. 

 

‘Tuesday last about noon, upwards of two cwt of smuggled tea was seized at the sign of the 

Packhorse on Midford Hill near this City by S. Sykes, an officer of Excise. The smugglers were 

dividing it into small parcels [were] seized but immediately took their horses from the stables and 

made off22.’ 

 

There is no record of any charges being brought against Mrs.Grace and there is little doubt that her 

storage and packaging business continued to flourish. However, the customs’ men were not always as 

lucky as Mr.Sykes: 

 

‘On Saturday last, Mr Hayden, Supervisor of this City, being informed that a large quantity of tea 

(supposed to be about two tons) was concealed in a barn at Pack Horse on Midford Hill, he with 
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three of his officers made a seizure of the same but an alarm being directly given, the smugglers 

attacked the officers with pistols, blunderbusses and bludgeons, when, after combat of half an 

hour, the smugglers overpowered them (being six to one) who immediately loaded their horses, 

and proceeded in triumph thro’ Combe Hay and Wellow and, as supposed by way of Old Down to 

Bristol. The Supervisor and one of the officers are very dangerously wounded. This is the second 

cargo of tea that has been lodged at the same place within these ten days23. 

 

Once again no record of Anne Grace being prosecuted has been found. A little over a year later, on 7 

November 1780, a serious fire broke out at Mrs.Grace’s Old Midford Hill premises24 which according 

to the report: ‘consumed the dwelling house, barn, stable, harness and 18 sacks of wheat to a total 

value of £140’. After the fire, the rebuild, followed by extensive 21st century modernisation explains 

the appearance of the house today. Mrs.Grace recovered from this considerable loss and remained the 

landlady of the Pack Horse!until her death in 1786; she was buried at Monkton Combe.  Following her 

death this notice appeared in the Bath Chronicle25: ‘The Packhorse, Midford Hill, to let with stabling 

for 30 horses, garden, outbuildings, 15 acres of arable and pasture and an orchard. Enquiries at Inn 

or of Benjamin Rudge at Beckington"’  

 

Seven years passed and in 1793 (and again in 1794) another notice appeared in the Bath Chronicle26: 

 

‘The Packhorse Inn, Midford Hill, to let* and includes the yard garden Stables, outhouses and 

buildings thereto belonging and three fields together make 15 acres of ground in the possession of 

Mr.Barrett together with a cottage near the Inn.’ In the second advertisement the following was 

added ‘* ...belonging to Mrs.Masters’. 

!

 

Marlborough, born (1 September 1751) Richard Love27, appeared for the first time in South Stoke 

records as a signatory to a Vestry minute of 28 March 1815. By that time Love had settled in the 

Parish becoming a churchwarden in 1817; he was also the parish officer responsible for collecting 

parish land taxes. At the age of 60 in 1811 he married Ann Oxenham of Wellow. Richard died on 30 

October 182028 and in his will bequeathed to Ann, his sole executrix, a substantial annuity income and 

investments together with the use and control of property, by Trust, in South Stoke. Ann Love (née 

Oxenham), then aged 39, married Thomas Hunt junior of South Stoke on 19 August 1822 at St. 

Mary’s Church, Bathwick, and the couple became enthusiastic developers of South Stoke. 

Above: Two views of the 18th century Packhorse Farm 

in the 1960s; front (left) and rear (right). 

 

Right: Detail of the Farm on the 1902 OS map. The 

Farm House is set back from the road behind a barn. 
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In 1808 London barrister Charles Conolly purchased Midford Castle29 as his family home. Conolly, 

who had inherited a considerable London property portfolio, immediately set about acquiring South 

Stoke land etc in order to ornament his ‘castle’. Although it is possible that Charles Conolly30 bought 

Pack Horse Farm/Inn! from Ann and Thomas Hunt shortly after their marriage in 1822, it is more 

likely that he purchased that business early in his land acquisition from Richard Love31. Support for 

this proposition comes from the will (probate May 1828) of Charles Conolly who bequeathed several 

acres of South Stoke parish land, including Lower Breach32, a part of the Pack Horse Farm!complex, 

to his elder daughter Maria. Also notable is that Pack Horse Inn/Farm! does not appear on! the 

particulars of sale of Thomas Hunt’s estate following his death in 185333. Charles Conolly was a!

committed Catholic and following his purchases would have leased out the farm but probably 

abandoned!the inn business. The Tithe Apportionment of 1841 showed The Pack Horse, Old Midford 

Hill to be ‘owned’ by Charles Thomas Conolly, son of Charles Conolly. The 1841 census for South 

Stoke and the 1841 Tithe apportionment has George Cleverley, farmer, and his wife Hannah as 

tenants of Pack Horse Farm. There is no publican associated with the premises strongly suggesting 

that the Pack Horse!had ceased business as an inn, perhaps as early as 1810, rather than the presumed 

closure date of around 1850. Pack horse Ground!and adjacent land appeared to be worked by George 

Rose who was not resident in the South Stoke parish. 

 

Under the terms of Charles Conolly’s will Midford Castle and its estate were left to the stewardship of 

Charles Thomas Conolly during his lifetime. Then it was to pass to Charles’ grandson (Charles 

Thomas Conolly’s son), Charles John Thomas Conolly. If that pathway failed, then the Castle and 

estate were to go to Charles Thomas Conolly’s second wife, Jane Ann Conolly née Lawless. As it 

happened Charles John Thomas Conolly died on 9 February 1871 eight days before the death of his 

step-mother Jane Ann Conolly (d. 17 February 1871). Thus, a will reversion occurred and Jane 

Conolly, in her will (probate 17 January 1872), named the family priest Monsignor Charles Parfitt as 

her principal beneficiary and sole executor34. Monsignor Parfitt inherited Midford Castle and its 

estate. The will of Charles J.T. Conolly 

stipulated that his widow, Marquesa 

Louisa Conolly was to be permitted to 

live in the castle and enjoy its contents 

and estates for the rest of her life. 

Monsignor Charles Parfitt, the 

Marquesa’s priest, died on 13 July 1886 

leaving in his will, (via!Bishop William 

Clifford), Midford Castle and its estate to 

the Catholic Clifton Diocese of Bristol. 

Following the death of Louisa Conolly 

(26 January 1899; probate 22 November 

1899)35, as a part of the Midford Castle 

estate, Pack Horse Farm! was sold by 

auction in June 1901: 

 

‘The Packhorse Farm in the Occupation of Mr. Hewlett. The House contains on the Ground Floor 

– Hall, Parlour, Kitchen, Scullery, Pantry and Dairy; and on the First Floor are five Bedrooms. 

The Buildings comprise Barn, two stall Stable. Cow house and Calf Pen, Waggon Shed and Root 

House.’ 

!

Census evidence shows that by the late 1850s Pack Horse Farm!was being worked by George Hewlett 

and his family and tenancy by the Hewletts continued for over 50 years; there were still Hewletts 

living in the farm in 191136. George Hewlett died in 1913 aged 81 and is buried with his wife 

Elizabeth in South Stoke churchyard.  From about 1924 until 1946 at the earliest Mr.& Mrs.J.Walters 

were tenant farmers who lived there with daughters Muriel & Joyce. During the war years the family 

took in evacuees Winnie & Jean Higgins. From the 1990s until around 2005 Mr.R. & Mrs.C. Barrett 

owned the property. They sold the house (but retained most of the land) to Mr.B. & Mrs.C. Cundy. 
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THE PACKHORSE INN, OLD SCHOOL HILL, SOUTH STOKE  

 

Robert T. Parfitt, South Stoke History Committee 

 

The origins of The Packhorse! in South Stoke village centre!were shrouded in mystery. From the 

carved stone above the front door we were led to believe that the structure was erected in 1674, but 

there are hints that the building might have an earlier history. Clearly, when built the Old School Hill 

house, possessing two floors and a basement, would have been one of the most imposing and 

important in the Parish and although, until recently, the property was a public house, no records have 

been uncovered to indicate that use before the mid-19th century. The deeds of Packhorse!"##!on Old 

School Hill are not accessible; however in the 1960s the late H.G. Canvin accessed the deeds and 

made brief notes of them, and in 2000, Innspired Pubs PLC!forwarded a schedule of deeds to the then 

licensees1. The earliest of these are: 1716 (20/1 & 25/1) two indentures, the first of Bargain & Sale, 

the second a Grant & Release!of the property to Mrs Hannah Charmbury2 of Claverton by John Silby3 

the Elder and John Silby the Younger, Bakers of Bradford on Avon, for £250. In the bargain & sale 

indenture4 the property is described as ‘Messuage, Barn, outhouses cottage, ten acres of pasture 

commonly known as ‘The Breach’’. The bargain & sale appeared to refer to the collection of Pack 

Horse Farm & Inn!properties on the then Midford Hill, because according to the South Stoke Tithe 

map of 1842 the!Pack Horse Farm property on the ‘old road’!is surrounded by three fields described 

as ‘Breach’ (‘Little Breach’, ‘Long Breach’ and ‘Great Breach’). The bargain & sale of 1716 in fact 

referred to the Old School Hill ‘Packhorse’. In 18th century documents the hand script for t and c!is 

easily misread which, in this case, resulted in ‘Breach’! being transliterated as ‘Breath’"! As a 

consequence the Old School Hill property was hitherto believed to have been called ‘The Breath’. The 

20th century mis-transliteration error was confused further by!the fields called Breach!being sold as a 

part of the Old School Hill property. 

 

 

 

 

The first reference to John Silby5 in the South Stoke records was in 1704 when he paid a parish rate of 

1s 5"d; the rate corresponded to his property use & ownership. In 17026 the identical unique rate was 

paid by John Charmbury suggesting that Charmbury had been the earlier owner of the same property 

i.e. the Old School Hill ‘Packhorse’ property.  In order to trace the ownership or tenancy of property it 

The Packhorse Inn, Old School Hill, 1965.   Samler Collection 
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is possible to follow back, to earlier years, the rate paid on that property and its associated land, as 

recorded in parish Churchwardens’ Accounts Books. Thus, the accounts indicated that, the two John 

Silbys, father & son, held the Old School Hill property7 from 1704 to 1716 when, by deed, the 

property was sold to Hannah Charmbury. The property reappeared in 1797, in the schedule of 

documents released in 20008 as a bequest in the will of Thomas Podger of Bristol to his sister Ann 

Podger in trust for his son, also Thomas Podger9. In 1804 the house was occupied by Joseph Jefferies, 

but was probably owned by John Stockwell and his wife. By covenant (20 June 1810) and feoffment10 

a day later, the property passed to William Taplin, but final agreement to transfer was not reached 

until 1814. The Tithe Apportionment of 1841 showed the property that became the Packhorse and the 

field(s) known as Breach!was!still in the ownership and occupancy of William Taplin11. The property 

consisted of part of the Barton of the Manor12, a messuage, gardens and, what is now Packhorse 

Cottage, but was then simply ‘two cottages’ and 20 acres of pasture. William Taplin aged 6513 was!

recorded in the 1841 South Stoke census as occupying the Old School Hill house with his wife 

Elizabeth and was!described as a maltster; another maltster, John Taplin, aged 70 living with them 

was William’s!brother. The tithe map of 1842 illustrates the messuage clearly and the Thorpe map of 

1742 shows!the Old School Hill property footprint had changed little over the course of a century with 

the living area being!contiguous with a ‘paintshop’ and malthouse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first clear reference to the function of the building on Old School Hill in South Stoke that became 

The Packhorse Inn!was by Tunstall in 184714: ‘The village contains nothing remarkable, except some 

ancient farm-houses one bearing date 1697 [sic], is now turned into a beerhouse’" 

 

 

Left: South Stoke village, as shown on Thorpe’s 1742 

map, including the outlines of the Packhorse building, 

paintshop and malthouse (next to the letter ‘e’).  

 

Below: South Stoke village, as shown on the parish tithe 

map of 1842. The Packhorse property is marked ‘House, 

garden’, on plot 47. 
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Tunstall’s work was first published in 1847, implying that his observation of the beerhouse was made 

a few years earlier. At the time of the 1851 census the tenants of the Old School Hill house were 

Thomas and Elizabeth Lucas where Thomas was described as ‘victualler’. The Packhorse Public 

House!on Old School Hill was believed to have been named when the 19th century ‘developers’ of 

South Stoke, Ann & Thomas Hunt15, were assumed to have held both the Midford Hill property as 

well as that on Old School Hill. Because there is no record of the Hunts being associated with either 

property, the assumption is incorrect and the name ‘Packhorse’!was probably adopted by the ‘new’ 

Packhorse occupiers because, not only was it a well-known name in the area, but the name also 

reflected the memory of its days as a place where trades people brought their wares loaded on 

packhorses to sell at the premises. 

 

By 1851 The Packhorse!was an Inn in the tenancy of Mrs.Elizabeth Lucas who remained the landlady 

until 1862. Not long after she became the tenant she was summoned in the Magistrates Court for 

serving beer illegally at an inappropriate time16: ‘Mrs Lucas a beerhouse-keeper of Southstoke was 

summoned on a charge of allowing beer to be drunk in her house on Sunday 6th instant during Divine 

Service in the forenoon’. The evidence offered to the magistrates was considered circumstantial and 

the summons was dismissed.      

 

The Book of South Stoke with Midford17 records that from 1866 to the present day the pub has been in 

the hands of relatively few families. Joseph Heal (also painter and plasterer) was a tenant of Thomas 

Toleman18 and his wife, from 1866-1885. In Toleman's acquisition deed of 1881 the property is 

described as a public house, a malthouse and painter’s shop. Then came Thomas Quick, under a 

tenancy from Holloway's Brewery from 1890-1908, and the Rose family from 1909 to 1975. In 1901 

Emily Quick(e) married Fred Rose in St. James’ Church and Fred and Emily held the licence from 

1909 until about 1950 under a tenancy from Bath Brewery. Frederick Robert Rose (Bob), son of 

Emily and Fred, took over as landlord until 1975, when the owners were George’s Brewery. Courage 

Brewery became the pub’s owner in 1962 and by the year 2000 The Packhorse! had become the 

property of the public house company Innspired; tenant Mr& Mrs. G. Evans. Four years later it was 

bought by Punch Taverns: tenant, Stephen Peart. 

 

Although much is known about the ownership and tenancy of The Packhorse Inn on Old School Hill, 

little is known of its early history, other than the date above the front door that suggests it was erected 

in 1674; but was that the case?   

 

Church Houses 

 

In 1885, the Rev. William Samler, Vicar of South Stoke, purchased a plot of land on the site of a 

demolished malthouse, just below the Packhorse Inn, to provide a parish lecture room. By 1902, that 

room had become the new village school. Samler also purchased adjoining land upon which to build 

another classroom, a lavatory, and girls’ closets. The mortgage document he drew up revealed the use 

of the building as an Elementary or Sunday school17. Through those developments, by the time of the 

1904 OS map, the Packhorse Inn! had become the building we see today. However, important 

questions regarding the origins and purpose(s) of the imposing building on Old School Hill now 

bearing that name must be addressed. 

 

                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Packhorse Inn (‘B.H’), with malthouse, in 

the early 1880s.  

The Packhorse Inn, with the new village 

school (in black), in the early 1900s. 



The Survey of Bath and District No.33, 2018 

 

 28 

 

A possible explanation of the Packhorse!enigma is that formerly the Packhorse had been a Church 

House. Cowley19 dates the origins of church houses and their traditional functions, to roughly the 

middle of the 15th century and lasting for a little over two centuries. Considering their former 

ubiquitous20 presence, most church houses remain unrecognised today largely because of the 

multiplicity of transformations inflicted on them. The West Country is fortunate in having more 

church houses than elsewhere in England, but the number remaining intact is very smal 

 

 

 

Church Houses were secular buildings, usually built near the church, where in the 15th and 16th 

centuries ale festivals or church ales were held at times of church holidays and festivals. Often festival 

expenses and sometimes ales income were entered in the parish Churchwardens’ accounts.  

Unfortunately, the extant accounts for South Stoke do not begin until 166221.  

 

Before the Reformation the parish church was of all-encompassing importance to the people of rural 

parishes. It was the centre of both their spiritual and secular lives22.  Trevelyan wrote that: ‘The nave 

of the church was the “village hall” for most communal purposes’"!The nave was the ‘home’ of the 

parishioners where they conducted their daily business, bought goods from tradesmen, discussed 

politics and religious matters, settled legal transactions, as they would in their own homes. During 

church festivals they could sing, dance23 and drink beer at their celebratory ‘church ales’. This was 

their right, provided these secular activities did not intrude on ‘God’s area’, the church sanctuary. 

Cowley quotes from Jessop’s Parish Life in England before the Great Pillage: 

 

‘In proportion as the people realized that their churches were the very bulwarks of their liberty 

and that, however much they might be in bondage to the lords of the manor, as parishioners at any 

rate they were free men and women, in that proportion did they love their church; there at least 

their rights were inviolable’. 

 

But as the years passed an increasing number of clergy, particularly Bishops and Archdeacons, some 

church officers and also lay-people believed that the church should be solely for the business of the 

church and that all secular activities, particularly church ales should be removed. The main 

complaints against church ales were: ‘They profane the Lord’s Sabbath; they produce drunkenness; 

Church House, Crowcombe, Somerset 
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they corrupt the youth, and they inculcate sexual immorality’. Secular activities were banished from 

the church nave and the porch and then, the church became a place for God’s work only, with no 

place for the social life of the people. The people had been disenfranchised and became disillusioned. 

 

It would be wrong to believe that all senior clerics were opposed to the celebrations held on Church 

Feast days. William Piers the Bishop of Bath & Wells (1632 – 1670) sought the opinions and 

experiences of 72 of his clerics in 1633 and concluded that the people needed their feasts and other 

social outlets, and pointed out that there were few serious disturbances during these events. Feasts 

were often held on Sundays and on those days congregations were larger than normal and services 

were solemnly observed.  

 

However, to no avail, the ban was enforced. Parishioners wanted and needed to replace the nave with 

a place of their own where they could enjoy their social activities and engage in business transactions.   

They created such a place, a place where they could enjoy secular society without interference from 

the ‘thou shalt not’ members of the church. Across England, particularly in the West Country, 

buildings were erected, or sometimes bought and modified, by the local people to fulfil those ends.   

They were built or modified to no set plan but had some common features that mirrored a medieval 

hall. Reflecting the house origins and the continuing affiliation of the people to the church, the 

buildings became known as Church Houses. There was no requirement for a parish to have a church 

House but many did. Church Houses were of the people but, in a fund-raising sense, for the church.  

Because parish churchwardens were important members of the parish community it was they who 

were usually asked to manage the facility; the clergy were excluded from any control. A major 

purpose of the house became the brewing and selling of ale for church funds, so these buildings also 

became known as ‘ale houses’ or ‘beer houses’. 

 

Duffy24 commented further on the importance of the church house: 

After the church, the most important building in the parish was the church house, also called the 

church ale-house. Located on the south-east side of the churchyard ... it was the parish place of 

public entertainment, a two story building furnished with a fireplace and spit etc. He goes on to 

write: The church house was the centre of conviviality and shared feasting in the parish, the place 

where the parish sat down together to drink and unwind. 

!

Strong beer would be brewed by the churchwardens and food cooked and sold, all for church funds.  

Until the 16th century, as well as for the festivities known as church ales, the church house had a 

multitude of other uses including as a temporary place for tradesmen to hire, (arriving with their 

goods on pack horses) and set up stalls to sell their wares, and travelling players would pay a fee to 

put on a performance. Various sports would be played and Morris dancing was a regular 

entertainment25. 

 

West Country parishes had relied heavily on the fund-raising capacity of their church house and it 

came as serious financial and social blows when the rise of puritan Protestantism after the 

Reformation in the first half of the 16th century resulted in the prohibition of church ales and similar 

reveries. Although Queen Elizabeth’s Protestantism appeared to have a lighter touch, the ‘ales 

festivities’ remained prohibited. Under the weight of heavy criticism which became louder with the 

growth of Puritanism, the end for all revels was inevitable. The final prohibition came with 

Cromwell’s Commonwealth and although after the Commonwealth the church ale houses continued 

to function, finally, with the decline of their brewing activities they lost their raison d’etre and 

decayed or were transformed to other uses. 

 

As the 18th century progressed, in South Stoke as elsewhere, a celebration particularly popular with 

young men, the annual Church Dedication revels, was the vestige of earlier festivities. Inevitably, 

heavy consumption of alcohol and over-boisterous behaviour by the participants resulted in revels 

becoming drunken riotous affairs often spilling over into the churchyard and in many parishes they 

were finally forbidden. The following report appeared in a 1776 Bath Chronicle26: ‘John Deere 

Thomas, Vicar, Stephen Niblett, Churchwarden, and William James, Overseer of the Parish of 

Southstoke forbid the annual Revels in the Parish. The annual Revels have been forbidden in several 

parishes this year’. 

!

The Revels were never reinstated and gradually disappeared throughout the Country. 
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Packhorse Inn - a Church House? 

 

The great majority of Church Houses went out of use over 300 years ago, a time-span which has taken 

its toll. No doubt many continued to brew ale and/or beer for the local community and became ale or 

beer houses with, as before, the church-house keeper as the beer maker. In the mid-1840s Turnstall 

described the house that became the Packhorse!in the village centre as a ‘Beer House’. Some houses 

became inns and many underwent wholesale renovations, including partial demolition and were 

transformed into private dwellings or farm houses; many decayed away or were demolished and built 

over.  

 

To establish whether a transformed building started life as a church house we must consider 

characteristics of existing or re-discovered examples described by Cowley, Manco27, and Williams28. 

The exterior build would vary according to the period and the local vernacular style. The 

characteristics in the above publications are not universal but they are common. 

 

A thorough expert examination of the former Packhorse Inn!undertaken for planning purposes has 

been published and made public on-line29. The document confirmed that the building has a history 

earlier than the 1674 renovation date inscribed above the front door but, also, that it has been the 

subject of many modifications from the 17th century to this day. 

 

In the Parish Churchwardens’ Accounts30 expenditure from the Poor Account for 1672 to 1678 there 

are entries that might shed some light on the building that became The Packhorse Inn: 

 

   1672    Pd for repayering Haselwoods House.      8s   0d 

   Pd Emlen for his work there.      5s  1d 

   Pd for a borda for the house.      3s  10d 

 1673 Pd to Emlen for repairing Mrs Hulls House. 8s  0d 

   1675 Pd for ye rent of Hazzelwoods House.  1s   0d 

  1678    Pd the kinges Rent for Haslwood House31. 1s   2d 

 

Entries in the accounts which name a specific property, other than the Manor, Church or Vicarage, are 

most unusual. That Hazelwoods House32 33 is a charge on the parish poor rate suggests it is used, at 

least in part, as a parish facility. It is reasonable to believe that name Hazelwoods House indicates that 

it has hazel wood in its construction, for example ‘wattle & daub’; possibly, half-timbered, and/or it is 

reflecting the common use of hazel ‘tally sticks’ as indentures34 in business transactions.    

Renovations to the house on Old School Hill started before 1673 and they were completed by 1674/5, 

with rent being collected from a member of the Charmbury family in 1675. 

 

On the 1742 Thorpe map35 an extension is present on the South side of the ‘Packhorse’, a part of 

which was an earlier malt house. As you enter the ground floor of the building through the east door, 

to your right (north) there is a room equipped with a large hearth which could have accommodated a 

spit and a doggy-wheel. To the left off the passage is another, slightly larger room, formerly for the 

social use of parishioners. An interior staircase with an Elizabethan newel post suggests that the 

original building may have been erected as early as the late 16th century, but dendrochronology36 

examination of oak beams in the basement indicate the early decades of the 17th century 

(c1618/1635) as being the more likely build period. The 1618 date from timber in the basement could 

have been derived from a piece of stock-piled timber because the wood showed no signs of re-use.  

Alternatively, and considering the social turbulence of the period, building work could have been 

halted temporarily. Elm dating from the top floor is pending, but Churchwardens’ Accounts book 

entries would predict a date of around 1674/5. There is a flight of stone steps along the east wall 

leading from a probable brew-room in the basement to the first floor level leading to the front door 

and to a, now decommissioned, well. Within the building is a disused bread oven, a smoke chamber 

or bay for the preservation of meat and in the basement, part of the former pub cellar, there is a large 

hearth commensurate with a former brew chamber29. During renovations the removal of plaster etc 

has revealed a large 17th century Bath Stone fireplace surround on the first floor; a larger similar 17th 

century fitting exists on the ground floor. 
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Regarding the rest of the structure, inside and outside, there is evidence of extensive remodelling in 

the late 17th century. Expert vernacular analysis will be necessary to establish the form of the earlier 

building but a half-timbered Elizabethan structure is proposed. During the 1672/5 renovations the 

second floor was divided to give a third floor which was partitioned into separate rooms by elm 

framed walls. To admit light to these roof rooms the distinctive Jacobean gables were added. In 1696 

some gable windows were blocked to alleviate the burden of the Window Tax. There is evidence that 

the earlier building had a thatched roof (see later), a feature largely removed by re-roofing in the early 

20th century. 

 

 

The Packhorse as an Elizabethan Ale House 

 

An analysis of the representations of South Stoke village centre on early maps offers a view of how 

the Packhorse might have functioned. The 1742 Thorpe map shows South Stoke Church with the 

‘Packhorse’ buildings nearby to the South East. The building footprint takes the form of an L with the 

vertical stroke representing the house and the horizontal the attached outbuildings. One hundred years 

later the South Stoke Tithe map of 1842 has the house and outbuildings of a similar footprint within 

the Barton of the manor. In 1847 Tunstall described the building as a ‘beerhouse’. On the 1884 6in 

OS map the ‘footprint’ is similar but with an additional appendage along the roadside, and in 1885 at 

least one further extension had been added. By the time of the 1904 OS map, the footprint is much as 

it is seen today, i.e. The Packhorse is a detached building and the former attached outbuildings, 

including the malthouse, have been replaced by Samler’s school, now the parish hall, and two 

cottages called School House. 

 

On the lower ground floor, within what was probably a brew-room, the extant large fireplace cavity 

would have held the fire to heat a mash-copper in which malted barley for ale making was converted 

to a mash in boiling water. Much of the ale processing would have taken place in the adjacent 

workroom, extending at right angles off the main building. By 188137 that room had been converted, 

by Joseph Heal a painter and plasterer, to a ‘paintshop’. The malthouse was contiguous with the 

brewery work room on a patch of ground now beneath the current Parish Hall. The main building 

above the brew-room would have been for food preparation and cooking, and for the social recreation 

and business of parishioners.  

 

 

The South Stoke Churchwardens’ Accounts30 and a Parish Will 

 

The will of James Charmbury38 of South Stoke requested the following of his executors: 

 

‘Item my will and desire is that my Executor hereafter in these presents named shall and will upon 

reasonable request deliver or cause to be delivered unto Dorothy Hull of South Stoke aforesaid 

Spinster All such goods rightly the ditts and houshould stuffe of hers the said Dorothy Hull and 

shall att the tyme of my decease scituate lying and remaining within my Mansion house in South 

Stoke aforesaid’. 

 

Notable in this request was that in 1667 James Charmbury described of one of his properties, 1667, as 

‘my Mansion House’. There were only three houses in the village of South Stoke large enough to 

justify that description. The Vicarage and the Manor were spoken for, so Hazelwoods House, i.e. 

Packhorse, was probably Charmbury’s mansion; 50 years later the property was owned by Hannah 

Charmbury. 

 

Dorothy Hull was one of several members of the Hull family living in South Stoke during the period 

when Thomas Hull39 and his son William were vicars of South Stoke in 1618-1660 and 1660-1662 

respectively. Spinster Dorothy Hull may have been the sister of William Hull. Thomas Hull appears 

to have continued his association with the Parish as Patron of the Church from 1660 to 1691. He was 

born c.1600 and would have been in his nineties40 when he ceased to be Patron. In James 

Charmbury’s Will of 1667, Dorothy Hull was occupying rooms in Hazelwoods House i.e. James 

Charmbury’s mansion house. James requested that the house was to be vacated after his death 

possibly to accommodate a new owner or, more likely, for renovations to be made.   
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In addition to the above Churchwardens’ Accounts entries there are several other examples of 

payments from the Poor Account to people classified as poor and who were living ‘on the Parish’.   

Fulfilling the requirements of Elizabeth I Poor Laws, paupers were recorded engaging in a range of 

jobs for the Parish, including the renovation of Hazelwoods House, e.g. William Emblen, Walter 

Wyatt, James Dagger etc. Emblen41 and Wyatt were certainly resident in Hazelwoods House. A 

particularly interesting accounts entry is: 

 

1675   Pd for haleing of helme for Wm Emlys house  1s   0d  

 

‘Helm’ is Somerset dialect for wheat straw used for thatching and here it is being taken William 

Emlen’s house i.e. Hazelwoods House to re-thatch or augment the thatch. 

 

The Churchwardens’ Accounts illustrate that Hazelwoods House was undergoing extensive 

renovations from 1672-1675 and that thatch was being restored by 1675 (the account date was 1675 

for payments made in 1674). These dates coincide with the 1674 date above the Packhorse front door 

lintel. From the Accounts it is also clear that rooms in the house were being used for the 

accommodation of some of the poor of the Parish. This was common for Church Ale Houses towards 

the end of the 17th century cf. Crowcombe42. Spinster Dorothy Hull should not be confused with Mrs 

Lettice Hull43/Widow Hull, a pauper who was a later resident of the Hazelwoods House. 

 

Thus, the South Stoke Churchwardens’ Accounts Book Volume I affords sufficient evidence to 

support the proposal that James Charmbury’s mansion, Hazelwoods House and the Packhorse Inn on 

Old School Hill are one and the same property.  

 

 

Who Built the Packhorse? 

 

There is no evidence to suggest the building that became the Packhorse Inn in the mid-19th century 

was a first phase Church House development of the 15th century. However, a second phase of 

buildings of a similar type arose from the end of the 16th century. During the oscillations of the 

Reformation the original Church Houses lost many of their functions and declined in number 

significantly. But the people still needed places to gather, enjoy a mug of ale and conduct their 

business. To satisfy that demand, from the mid-Elizabethan period, Ale Houses were built throughout 

the country61. Wealthy yeoman families in the Bath area saw the commercial opportunity that Ale 

Houses might offer. 

 

The Packhorse Inn building on what is now Old School Hill was a second phase ‘Church Ale House’ 

erected in around 1618, built with the permission of the manor holder17, 44 on land leased in the Barton 

of the Manor. No doubt the house was intended to fulfil many of the functions of the earlier Church 

Houses. Ale was brewed and food prepared not only for the people of South Stoke Parish but also for 

the wider community. Parties could be held on the premises for wakes and to celebrate birthdays, 

weddings etc, and ale could be sold for pleasure and as a safe beverage at a time when drinking water 

was often contaminated45. Trades people could bring their wares for sale and parishioners could 

negotiate business transactions – a Church House by any other name, but without need to brew ale for 

church funds46. For reasons described earlier the new building was named Hazelwoods House and 

became the social centre of the South Stoke Parish community remaining so until its closure early in 

the 21st century.   

  

Parish Churchwardens’ Accounts Books, Registers, a will and dendrochronology examination of 

structural oak timbers have revealed that the house was built around 1618/1635. After 50 years of 

wear and tear, in 1672-5, during a more libertarian period, the half-timbered property, known as 

Hazelwoods House was renovated47 and ‘modernised’ with the addition of ‘Jacobean’ gables, the 

insertion of another floor beneath the roof and a new thatched roof. About 25 years on several 

windows on the front elevation were blocked-in to avoid the window tax48 imposed in 1696. During 

the 17th century the dominant yeoman farmer family in South Stoke, and in some other villages 

around Bath, was the Charmbury family49.  Examination of the Churchwardens’ Accounts Books for 

the period shows just how important they were to the local economy. From extant deed summaries we 

know that Hannah Charmbury50 repurchased the house, now known as the Packhorse together with 

some associated land from the John Silbys father and son in 1716.  But the accounts also tell us that 
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John Charmbury had sold the Ale House earlier to the Silbys in 1702 and, in fact, Charmburys had 

owned the property from 1662 at the latest.  

 

By the late 17th century the Charmbury families paid parish rates higher than the Manor or Rectory 

occupiers. The total amount of church rate paid in a parish is an indicator of family affluence (and no 

doubt influence) and of the parish property they owned and worked. Wealth in the 17th century may 

also be judged from the level of Lay Subsidy51 for 1641/2 paid by individual family members, and 

from Hearth Tax Returns for 1664/552. For the former, three Charmburys paid the Subsidy tax, and no 

Charmbury was recorded as having an ‘Exemption Certificate’. John Charmbury paid £3 for his farm 

& goods and both James and John (presumably junior) paid £1 each on their land. Mary Charmbury, 

James Charmbury (probably snr) and William Charmbury all made Hearth Tax returns; James, it 

seems, had the largest property with four hearths (Hazelwoods House), although in order to reduce his 

tax liability a note on the return reports ‘he hath beaten up one’. Thus, he paid only a six-shilling 

rather than an eight-shilling rate. William reduced his liability to four shillings although he reported 

that his dwelling had three hearths, he qualified his return by adding ‘one is fallen down’. Mary 

reported three hearths without qualification and paid the requisite six shillings tax. So from the Land 

subsidy & hearth tax accounts it is evident that the Charmburys were an affluent family. 

 

The Will of James Charmbury (d. 1668) father of John, James and William Charmbury, revealed a 

man of modest wealth and self-importance: 

Item my will and desire that my Executor hereafter in these presents mentioned shall interre my 

body in my Parsh Church of South Stoke aforesaid in the seate wherein I have usually and intently 

satt in the said Church And for breaking the ground I doe hereby give to the use of my said Church 

Twenty shillings. 

 

At the time of his death James Charmbury was in possession of ‘two severall estates’ together with 

the lease of a farm he ‘purchased from John Dugger’53. Hazelwoods House was one of James’ estates 

and according to the South Stoke Churchwardens’ Accounts the other appears to have been the Pack 

Horse Inn/Farm on Midford Hill. It is possible that James Charmbury (identified as ‘senior’ in the 

accounts) held as his ‘two severall estates’ both ‘Packhorse’ properties at the same time. 

 

 

When James Charmbury (b. c.1570) of Bathampton married Sarah Goodhinds54, daughter a wealthy 

and influential Saltford family, he greatly enhanced Charmbury family wealth. Both James and Sarah 

died in 1614 and, although the wills of neither James nor Sarah have been found, there is little doubt 

that their sons, John, James and William would have inherited handsomely. Although there is no 

direct supporting evidence, it was probably they who, with a lease of manor land, probably from Lady 

Susan Caesar, invested in the building of Hazelwoods House in South Stoke in 1618/35 as a new-

wave ale house. James Charmbury snr. (d. 1668), who had inherited the property, referred to it as a 
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‘mansion house’ in his 1668 will. Towards the end of the 17th century one or more of the sons of 

James Charmbury snr, with a contribution from South Stoke Parish Poor Account, renovated and 

modernised the property. Following the renovations, in 1693, we have the first record55 of a James 

Charmbury holding an Excise Licence for the sale of ale/beer56 in a location in South Stoke. In 1850 

the ale/beer house was renamed ‘Packhorse Inn’.   

 

 

Summary & Conclusion 

 

Lack of access to the full deeds of the former Packhorse Inn! on Old School Hill has hindered a 

thorough examination of the origins of the property. However, as far as possible, a history has been 

achieved by an examination of deed lists etc, and notes57 and other publications from parish archives. 

 

The proposal that $%&!Packhorse!(Old School Hill) started life as a church house is supported by its 

location to the south east of the churchyard and most, if not all, of the structural features commonly 

found in extant church houses. Several other characteristics of the property are commensurate with 

the functions of a church ale house described herein.  

 

However, securing an ‘expert’ evaluation of the property as a ‘Church House’ has proved elusive.  

From the very few extant Church Houses (mainly in Somerset and Devon) a set of structural 

parameters deemed essential for such a property have been derived. The data set basis relative to the 

number of Church Houses likely to have been built prior to the 16th century is in the order of 2% at 

the most. Therefore without definitive documentary evidence, identification of a property as a 

‘Church House’ can be only tentative.  

 

Although the Packhorse Inn in South Stoke parish has the appearance of a Church House, without 

archival support, the evidence of oak dendrochronology dates58 and an internal Elizabethan newel 

post, places the erection of the property into the early 17th century, c1618/35. My conclusion is that 

the Packhorse was not built during the 15th century19 building surge of secular parish facilities known 

as Church Houses or Church Ale Houses, but during a second phase61 of building by members of the 

Charmbury family59. That phase of ale house construction followed from about 1580 when many of 

the earlier houses became redundant after fierce onslaughts on the drunkenness and debauchery that 

attended church ales days, Hoke days60 and other public and church ‘celebrations’. During that period 

many Church Houses were put solely to secular use or were abandoned, resulting later in a great 

public demand for new ale/beer houses. Ackroyd61 estimates that in the 50 years after 1580 the 

number of Ale Houses in England doubled.  

 

Churchyards then, though hallowed ground 

Were not, so grim as now they sound, 

And horns of ale were handed round 

For which churchwardens used to pay 

On each especial vestry day. 

‘Twus thus the village drunk its beer 

With its relations buried near, 

And that is why we often see 

Inns where the alehouse used to be 

Close to the church when prayers were said, 

And Masses for the village dead. 

 

                                         John Betjeman, from Churchyards 
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